The social Web environment cannot be explained without taking into account the use made by consumers of the web technologies in the field of ecommerce. Starting with a systematic background of the growing body of research on marketing and consumer behaviour on the Web; this article presents a critical review of the main contributions on this theme, integrating also the research field of consumer behaviour in the social Web environment. It concludes with some managerial guidelines for successful use of the social Web in the commercial activities and in the establishment of fruitful relationships between the consumers and the brand.
Introduction
From the consumer's point of view, the Web offers numerous advantages. On the one hand, the Web allows consumers to play a more active role in communication processes, facilitating, like no other medium until now, their ability to obtain and exchange information and opinions. Furthermore, the emergence of the tools and services offered by the socalled Web 2.0 has provided them with even greater possibilities for participation and exchange by way of social communities and networks. On the other hand, online consumers benefit from a greater degree of personalization in the communications and services which are presented to them. The Web opens the door for consumers to a wide variety of products, much greater than those offered by local establishments; it facilitates product comparison; and it offers access to a great amount of information regarding items on sale, etc. These characteristics have made the Web, and especially this new generation of Web-based social networks, a motor for change in the relationships between businesses and their brands and the consumer.
The contributions made by marketing and by, in particular, the discipline of consumer behaviour to the study of the Web are evident in the development of studies that aid the understanding of people's activities with respect to their experiences as consumers in this new context. In fact, in order to provide a structured vision of these contributions, this article focuses primarily on bringing together a wide and synthetic view of the diversity of research interests, fields and variables which characterize the study of consumer behaviour in the Web. It also pays special attention to the studies focused on the possibilities derived from the emergence of the Web 2.0 and the applications of the social Web, which allow consumers to benefit from a collective intelligence, to acquire greater control over information, and to participate in new ways of relating to the brand. The consideration of this particular topic, along with the others, aims to offer an integrative and modern view of the main topics of research characterizing the field of consumer behaviour on the Internet.
Finally, this article proposes several managerial guidelines which are based on the literature we have examined, especially with respect to the new Social Web framework; e.g.: consumers' empowerment, the change in the conception of the consumer's relationship with the brand, the reconfiguration of the focus of the relationships and new ways in which to propose the generation of online value, among others.
Theoretical background: the interface between the Web and consumer behaviour
Early research related to Web-based consumer behaviour focused on obtaining user profiles and on the segmentation of consumers who used the Web. However, as use of the Web as a marketing channel increased, resulting in its wider use as a purchasing medium, subsequent research became centred on a plethora of questions directly related to consumer behaviour. In a study by Kımıloğlu (2004) , an extensive review of the diverse research streams focused on marketing and the Internet can be found. In particular, said author highlights four main structural lines for the consumer behaviour discipline in electronic markets: major characteristics related to the online consumer, the study of the factors influencing the degree of the consumer's involvement in purchasing behaviours; the analysis of the purchasing process on the Web; consumer satisfaction and loyalty on the Web; and models and theories related to the electronic markets.
Profile of Web users
One of the initial lines of investigation that characterized the studies of the environment defined by the interface between the Web and consumer behaviour saw a number of studies centred on identifying typical consumer profiles. These profiles were of Web users, in particular of those users who made a practice of online purchasing. Researchers following this line of investigation have focused on analyzing the influence socioeconomic, demographic and psychographic characteristics exert on the users and attitude towards and use of the Web, as well as analyzing users' practices and attitudes towards electronic commerce, purchase levels, etc. It is worth noting the following groups of investigations which centre on each one of those profile characteristics.
-Age (Chang and Samuel, 2004; Dholakia and Uusitalo, 2002; Floh and Treiblmaier, 2006; Forsythe and Shi, 2003; Teo, 2001; Trocchia and Janda, 2000; Vuori and Holmlund-Rytkönen, 2005; Wu, 2003) . -Gender (Bellman et al., 1999; Floh and Treiblmaier, 2006; Gefen and Straub, 1997; King, 2001; Sánchez-Franco, 2006; Teo, 2001; Teo and Lim, 1997; Venkatesh and Morris, 2000; Whitly, 1997; Wu, 2003) .
-Marital status Karjaluoto et al., 2002; Katz et al., 2001 ). -Employment/Occupation type (Teo, 1998; Wu, 2003) .
-Experience in using the Web and computers (Bhatnagar et al., 2000; Balabanis and Vassileiou, 1999; Hammond et al., 1998; Helander and Khalid, 2000; Liao and Cheung, 2001; Martínez-López et al., 2005; Montoya-Weiss et al., 2003; Novak et al., 2000) . -Level of income (Chang and Samuel, 2004; Forsythe and Shi, 2003; Wu, 2003) . -Level of studies Katz et al., 2001; Teo, 2001; Wu, 2003) .
There have also been a great number of studies interested in obtaining user profiles, with the aim of improving the segmentation of the electronic markets. Looking at early studies, one can appreciate the tendency to establish parallels between the profiles found for users of distance shopping channels and those of the Web (Burke, 1997) . The typical Web user was a young person, single, male, with a relatively high level of studies -usually university-and a high income (Donthu and Garcia, 1999; Li et al., 1999) . Given that the rate of penetration by the Web in homes was still low, the articles which analyzed the differences between users and non-users were habitual Hoffman and Novak, 1997) . Nevertheless, as use of the Web has spread among the world's population, the differences in terms of socioeconomic and demographic structures have lessened, approximating the profiles for audiences of mass communication media. In light of this circumstance, the most recent studies have shifted their attention to the profiles of users who make more intensive use of the Web. Curiously, recent studies have concluded that this segment of users, in their composition, looks a lot like the first adopters of the Web, a decade ago (Assael, 2005) .
Characteristics of buyers on the Web
In addition to the characteristics described for user profiles in general, studies concerned with an analysis of the profile of buyers on the Web highlight the following: a greater propensity for risk, a lifestyle marked by pressure and strongly conditioned by limiting time constraints, greater experience in general with distance shopping, and in particular with purchasing on the Web, above average levels of trust in the Web as a means of making purchases, and higher education levels (Bellman et al., 1999; Dholakia and Uusitalo, 2002; Donthu and Garcia, 1999; Kau et al., 2003; Li et al., 1999; Swinyard and Smith, 2003) .
Influencing factors in making online purchases
The identification and analysis of the factors involved in explaining the consumer's predisposition/intention to buy on the Web -as well as explaining the actual purchase-figure prominently in much of the latest research. Apart from the models used to this end, in which the variable of intention to buy is usually integrated as a terminal element, several different variables have been deployed in an effort to understand what it is that influences purchases on the Web; some of these variables are determined to exert a more direct or immediate influence, while others are seen to interact in an indirect fashion with the purchase variable. We refer specifically to the following: 1) Perceived safety in the transaction (Attaran and Vanlaar, 1999; Iyengar, 2004; Miyazaki and Fernandez, 2001; Phillips, 2002; Udo, 2001) . 2) Quality of service on the Web (Liu and Arnett, 2000; Long and McMellon, 2004; Surjadjaja et al., 2003; Yang and Jun, 2002; Yang et al., 2003; Zeithaml et al., 2002) . 3) Questions related to product price or service acquired (Garbarino and Lee, 2003; Grewal et al., 2003; Jiang, 2002; Miyazaki, 2003) . 4) Invasion of privacy risks (Aljifri et al., 2003; Ashrafi and Kuilboer, 2005; Attaran and Vanlaar, 1999; Gritzalis, 2004; Hoffman et al., 1999a; Kruck et al., 2002; Larson et al., 2003; Martínez-López et al., 2005; Miyazaki and Fernandez, 2001; Nakra, 2001; Phillips, 2002; Udo, 2001; Wang et al., 1998) . 5) Beliefs and attitude towards the Web (Alreck and Settle, 2002; Bhatnagar et al., 2000; George, 2002; Goldsmith and Bridges, 2000; Helander and Khalid, 2000; Kim et al., 2003; Sorce et al., 2005; Shim et al., 2001; Vellido et al., 2000; Yoh et al., 2003) . 6) Purchasing confidence in the Web as a purchasing channel (Aljifri et al., 2003; Jarvenpaa and Todd, 1997; Grabner-Kraeuter, 2002; Hoffman et al., 1999b; Lee and Turban, 2001; Limayem et al., 2000; Lynch et al., 2001; Martínez-López et al., 2005; McKnight and Chervany, 2001; McKnight et al., 2002; Shankar et al., 2002; Urban et al., 2000; Vijayasarathy and Jones, 2000) . 7) Trust in the online vendor (Castelfranchi and Tan, 2002; Chen and Dhillon, 2003; Ha, 2004; Jarvenpaa et al., 1999 Jarvenpaa et al., & 2000 Koehn, 2003; Lee and Turban, 2001; Tan and Thoen, 2000; Wakefield and Whitten, 2006) . 8) The consumer's experience in the use of the Web to obtain information and to make purchases (Balabanis and Vassileiou, 1999; Helander and Khalid, 2000; Hoffman et al., 1999b; Liao and Cheung, 2001; Maignan and Lukas, 1997; MontoyaWeiss et al., 2003; Novak et al., 2000) .
9) The hedonistic value associated with Web purchases (Childers et al., 2001; Mathwick et al., 2001 and Martínez-López et al., 2006; Wolfinbarger and Gilly, 2001 ). 10) The consumer's perceived control over the process of navigating the Web and over electronic transactions, and, in general, the degree of facility perceived regarding the process of electronic exchanges with businesses on the Web George, 2004; Goldsmith and Goldsmith, 2002; Johnson et al., 2003; O´Cass and Fenech, 2003; Pavlou, 2003; Shih and Fang, 2004; Shim et al., 2001) . 11) Situational factors that can moderate the relationship among variables considered previously and purchasing on the Web. These act, for example, as elements which increase the probability that the consumer will complete an electronic transaction. Some of the more relevant factors are: time constraints, lack of mobility, geographical distances, the need for specific products or services, and the attractiveness of certain shopping alternatives (Avery, 1996; Perea y Monsuwé et al., 2004; Wolfinbarger and Gilly, 2001 ).
Analysis of the purchasing process on the Web
Another important research stream, though one followed less intensely, is the analysis of the purchasing process on the Web. Among the questions examined are: a) The identification of the principal factors that discourage and inhibit consumers when purchasing on the Web. The following are some of the factors that have been observed (Betts, 2001; Mayer, 2002) : difficulties in sending the goods to be acquired, elevated transport costs, lack of associated information -with respect as much to the goods to be acquired as to the electronic transaction to be realized-, the diversity of risks associated with the operation and which are a consequence of a generalized fear regarding purchases made through the Web, etc. b) The identification of the reasons the shopping cart is abandoned after an item is selected. The following enumeration serves to highlight the most recurrent reasons that have been observed, (Donthu, 2001; Plant et al., 2003; Scullin et al., 2004; Van Iwaarden et al., 2003) : unsatisfactory comparison with parallel purchasing processes which take place on the Web, change of opinion, product costs which are too high, a purchasing process which is too complicated -which generates a feeling of desperation and frustration in the consumer-, the request of too much personal information, confusing closing process, etc. c) Why there is no correspondence between the number of more or less regular purchasers and the number of visits.
d) Why a consumer who visits a particular commercial website finally decides to go ahead with an electronic transaction (Swaminathan, Lepkowska-White and Rao, 1999; etc.) .
Satisfaction and loyalty on the Web
The study of a consumer's satisfaction with a Web purchase, as well as users' loyalty and fidelity to virtual establishments with regards to the purchase (what is typically referred to as e-loyalty), have aroused researchers' interest in recent times. These concepts are closely related, given the necessary sequence of appearance the two must follow; that is, satisfaction is a step which precedes and shapes the development of loyalty towards something (Oliver, 1999) . Thus, consumer satisfaction must be attended to if the establishment of a long term relationship with customers is desired (Patterson et al., 1997) . The relationship between these concepts has materialized in many studies that have taken consumer behaviour in physical establishments as their framework, although in studies of consumer behaviour on the Web it is necessary to consider other factors which moderate this relationship (Bigné et al., 2005) .
One of the principal conclusions which can be drawn from studies centred on consumer e-satisfaction is that the adequate identification and understanding of the principal satisfaction determinants is crucial to the success of every business on the Web (Mckinney et al., 2002) . In addition, and in accordance with the conceptual model proposed by Schaupp and Bélanger (2005) , it is important to emphasize the following factors, some of which occur more frequently than others, as principle antecedents of esatisfaction:
• Technological factors that ensure website functionality, such as security, privacy and usability/site design.
• Factors that influence consumer perceptions during and after the purchase, such as convenience, confidence in the virtual establishment and, finally, the delivery of the purchased items.
• Factors associated with the quality of the product and service being offered, such as the presentation of the selection of products (merchandising), product value and the adaptation of the same to the concrete needs of the individual. The concept of e-loyalty, in line with the postulates of similar studies focused on brand loyalty in the physical markets (for example : Day, 1969; Jacoby, 1971; Jacoby and Chestnut, 1978) , is understood as something more than just the consumer's repeated tendency to buy in a specific web establishment, since this behaviour could be the consequence of other spurious factors; for example, the web establishment may be the only one which has a certain product, it is impossible to access the offering at other establishments, etc. Thus, it is not the mere repetition of purchases that defines a consumer's loyalty to a web space, but, rather, it his or her preference and positive attitude towards that site over all others. In this way, the observed behaviour would be consistent with the preferences and attitudes on the part of the consumer towards the website. The fact that businesses on the Web count on a tranche of loyal customers has led academics to take an interest in discovering the factors that determine loyalty (see, for example: Srinivassan et al., 2002) .
Trust in purchasing through the Web
Another important research line is that of aspects related to trust in purchasing on the Web. Various studies (e.g.: Butler and Peppard, 1998; Reynolds, 2000; Rowley, 2000) have highlighted the fact that, due to the special characteristics of Web transactions, companies with a Web presence feel the need to generate confidence and brand image in such a way that consumers show a greater predisposition towards carrying out purchasing processes on their sites. So, a lack of consumer trust in this medium is one of the main factors that inhibit electronic transactions (Hoffman et al., 1999b) . Furthermore, it is to be expected that consumers will not carry out a Web transaction unless the perceived level of trust exceeds a minimum level of acceptability to the consumer (Castelfranchi and Tan, 2002; Tan and Thoen, 2000) . Besides, different merchandise categories (Newholm et al., 2004) and different consumers (Bart et al., 2005) require the development of different levels or types of trust.
Specifically, Urban et al. (2000) define trust in the Web as a channel for purchases, in terms of consumers' opinions regarding safety, evident transparency in the transaction entered into with companies on the Web, and the companies' commitment to respect what has been transacted with the consumer. On the other hand, Lee and Turban (2001) indicate that trust in purchases made on the Web is a two-dimensional concept articulated by confidence in the support/infrastructure of the market and in the companies that operate within this support, i.e.: (1) trust in the Web as a medium of purchase; and (2) trust in the companies that operate on the Web. Likewise, McKnight et al. (2002) begin with a holistic philosophy to give shape to what they term the "web trust model", a model which contemplates various facets: consumer predisposition towards trust in the generic sense, trust in the Web as a medium for purchase and, particularly, trust in the website of a specific company.
Adoption of classic theories and models to explain consumer behaviour on the Web
Another noteworthy line of investigation refers to the adaptation of classical theories and models relating to consumer behaviour -specifically attitude models-to explain the adoption of the Web and electronic commerce. The contributions to this area of study are many and varied, but they can be generally classified in the following manner (Kımıloğlu, 2004; Rodríguez del Bosque and Herrero, 2005) : a) Adaptation of the theory of reasoned action (Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975; Ajzen and Fishbein, 1980) and planned behaviour (Schifter and Ajzen, 1985) . See, for example, George (2004) . b) Adaptation of the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) proposed by Davis (1989) . See, for example, Chen and Tan (2004) . c) Adaptation of the adoption-diffusion of innovations model (Gatignon and Robertson, 1985) . See, for example, Herrero and Rodríguez del Bosque (2008). d) Application of the decomposed theory of planned behaviour (Taylor and Todd, 1995) . See, for example, Shih and Fang (2004) . e) Application of the flow state concept (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975) to explain the adoption and use of commercial electronic systems. We highlight the seminal work of , whose conceptual model subsequently was validated empirically in Novak et al. (2000) . 
Consumer engagement with the social Web: the marketing connection
In the last few years, after the emergence of the so-called Web 2.0 and the applications of social networking, a new wave of marketing discipline studies has surged forth, concretely in the field of consumer behaviour. Unlike traditional web sites, designed primarily for the consumer to be exposed to its contents, these new resources constitute real environments for encounters, collaboration and interaction between users, in a manner which, furthermore, is free, open and decentralized. The tools, services and social networking software gracing these environments (such as blogs, wikis, folksonomies, syndication channels, spaces and profiles, etc.), stimulate altruistic participation, on the part of the users, in favour of the community: searching for, elaborating and sharing content, transmitting opinions, labelling or classifying, etc. All of this allows users to benefit from a collective intelligence and to acquire a greater control over information.
These new possibilities offered by the Social Web, along with the processing systems used to manage great masses of consumer data, make advanced forms of interaction and relationships between consumers possible; i.e. the consumers' greater participation in value generation, a greater adaptation of the content and services to fit individual needs, an elevated interaction that brings consumers closer to others who are also more closely associated with the brand, etc. Curiously, these new keys that characterize online exchanges are in sync with the thrust of recent proposals in marketing, such as, for example, new service-dominant logic (Vargo and Lusch, 2004) and Customer Relationship Marketing, or CRM (Boulding et al., 2005) . Key questions underlying the modern spirit of marketing, such as customer satisfaction through value delivery, relationship orientation, intelligent use of technological systems and interfunctional business processes to obtain and communicate knowledge relating to the customer, personalization, etc., come together in the form of a marketing logic centred upon the synergetic interaction of tangible and intangible resources in the co-creation of value (Vargo and Lusch, 2004) . In this context, the consumer becomes a co-creator of value (Payne et al., 2008; Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004; Vargo and Lusch, 2004) , and emphasis is put on the development of customer-supplier relationships through interaction and dialogue (Payne et al., 2008) .
In fact, the recent and still relatively few studies carried out on consumer behaviour in the new environment defined by Social Web applications can be grouped according to these subjects relating to changes in marketing, allowing us to distinguish up to four incipient lines of investigation: (1) the increase of consumer empowerment, due to the role assigned by recent Web-based applications to individuals, in general, and consumers, in particular, in their relations with firms and Web users; (2) the new routes for co-creation of value and for participation/collaboration on the part of the consumer in processes of innovation and in the generation of content; (3) the impact of personalization practices tied to CRM programs and to the new forms of interaction; and, finally, (4) the relationship with the brand in virtual communities. Also, we can consider a fifth group of studies focused on analyzing consumer behaviour in concrete applications on the social Web.
Consumer empowerment on the Web
First of all, we wish to call attention to a research stream which is beginning to gain importance and which considers the Web (and especially social Web technologies) to be an instrument with which to empower consumers (e.g., Harrison et al., 2006; Pires et al., 2006; Pitt et al., 2002; Rezabakhsh et al., 2006; Rodríguez-Ardura and Martínez-López, 2008) . Typically, this question is tackled by considering and analyzing the different sources of empowerment on the Web (Rezabakhsh et al., 2006; Rodríguez-Ardura and Martínez-López, 2008) . Frequently, this class of studies tends to derive from a notable current of opinion which has taken shape following the pioneering work of Alba et al. (1997) , Bakos (1997) and Brynjolfsson and Smith, (2000) , and which has laid the foundations for greater power on the part of online consumers, thanks to greater informative transparency regarding electronic exchanges. However, the consumer behaviour discipline takes additional sources of empowerment into consideration, such as the online consumers' increased capacity to intervene directly in the shaping of a value proposition adapted to their individual needs (Pires et al., 2006) , as well as their greater capacity to "sanction" firms (Rezabakhsh et al., 2006) . Nonetheless, the evidence obtained reveals different behaviour patterns as far as empowerment is concerned. While a relevant segment of online consumers are prone to increase their levels of empowerment, there are others who use the Web to enhance their empowerment. This second group of consumers are better informed and more active. Some of their distinguishing characteristics are: an use of advanced tools to make the most efficient and effective searches for products (Deck and Wilson, 2006; Sen et al., 2006) ; a defence against intrusive or discriminatory marketing initiatives (Acquisti and Varian, 2005) ; a willingness to propagate their opinions and recommendations among many other consumers (Carl, 2006) ; a higher predisposition to participate in the design of a value proposition that satisfies their preferences (Kamali and Loker, 2002) .
Consumer participation in value creation: from co-creation to collective innovation through the Web
The emergence of the Web is boosting the consumer's involvement in value co-creation processes to a great degree (Bonsu and Darmody, 2008; Hars and Qu 2002; Jeppesen and Frederiksen, 2006; Oreg and Nov, 2008; Piller et al., 2005; Pitta and Fowler, 2005; Rowley et al., 2007 , Xu et al., 2009 , as these processes allow the consumer to participate much more actively in the development and consumption of products (Bendapudi and Leone 2003) . For example, Nambisan (2002) has considered the varied forms in which web environments emphasize different consumer roles in innovation and value creation (in the generation of ideas, in product design and development, in product testing, and in product support services). Nambisan and Baron (2007) highlight the importance of the interactions of consumers on the Web as a source of value. On the one hand, the consumers' perceptions of the benefits to be derived from their interaction condition their future participation in cocreation processes. And on the other hand, the interactions generate changes in their affective states which, at the same time, help shape their attitude towards the business.
In a similar manner, the consumer engagement with co-creation processes has recently experienced new advances thanks to the resources and tools that come with the Web 2.0 (e.g.: wikis, folksonimies, web blogging, virtual worlds, etc.) and thanks to collaborative models of the social Web (such as those that are the result of the open-source movement). This wave of new resources and contexts has given meaning to new learning network paradigms developed around the idea of open knowledge (Albors et al., 2008) , as well as to consumers' awareness of being complete collective creative forces unto themselves (Benkler, 2006; Lévy, 1997; Rheingold, 2002) . In an effort to elaborate a framework based on the phenomenon of collective innovation through the Web, Kozinets et al. (2008) distinguish the defining dimensions of this class of collectives: oriented towards the attainment of objectives relative to the production of innovation (telo-specific orientation vs. communo-ludic orientation), and the concentration of innovative contribution at the heart of the collective.
Within innovation environments, certain elements intervene which allow for the auto-generation of content and the aggregation of commentaries and ideas contributed by individual consumers, and also feed back into business through word-of-mouth marketing campaigns (Kozinets et al., 2008) . Indeed, the use of this last type of initiative and its impact on consumers has been approached by various investigations (see, e.g., Brown et al., 2007; De Bruyn and Lilien, 2008; Dwyer, 2007) .
Web personalization
The third notable line of investigation draws together those studies dedicated to the analysis and promotion of theories relating to the personalization processes carried out via web-based interaction (Miceli et al., 2007; Randall et al., 2005; Vesanen and Raulas, 2006; Wind and Rangaswamy, 2001 ; among others), as well as to modelling consumer behaviour on personalization processes (e.g. Ansari and Mela, 2003) . The focus is on one characteristic which is particular to these processes, given that, thanks to these Web-based technologies -especially the new generation of Social Web applications-and to the support offered by CRM solutions -which facilitate an interaction better suited to consumers as well as making it possible to obtain relevant knowledge-it is possible to deploy advanced forms of personalization. These advanced forms bring great flexibility to operations -already enabled by mass customization (Pine, 1993) -as well as to interaction and communications -already initiated by the one-to-one marketing solutions (Peppers and Rogers, 1993 )-, allowing not only for the customization of the products/services but in fact for the whole consumption experience (Wind and Rangaswamy, 2001 ).
This research stream has called attention to some critical aspects of the impact personalization initiatives have had on the consumers: consumers may perceive the initiatives as being excessively complex (Dellaert and Stremersch, 2005) or, they may feel frustrated if they do not have or exercise sufficient knowledge, expertise and involvement (Bendapudi and Leone, 2003) . For this reason, recent studies such as that carried out by Miceli et al. (2007) propose that Web personalization should be developed within the framework of CRM programs which adapt the degree of personalization to each consumer, and so are able to consider aspects such as their preferences with respect to content or interaction.
Virtual communities and relationships with the brand
Among the distinct lines of investigation linked to Social Web environments, the line which chooses virtual communities as the focus of study has attracted, up to now, the greatest interest. This is due, in great part, to the fact that virtual communities were being studied even before the advent of the latest generation of collaborative applications. Furthermore, the important implications virtual communities hold for the world of marketing and commerce are leading to the elaboration of ever more empirical investigations (e.g., Blanchard, 2008; Dholakia et al. 2004; Dou and Krishnamurthy, 2007; Jang et al., 2008; Jepsen et al., 2006; Koh and Kim, 2003; Lin, 2007) .
A number of investigations have set out to study consumers' motivations in participating in virtual communities (Ridings and Gefen, 2004; Wasko and Faraj, 2000) or have examined the nature and function of the social influence exercised by virtual communities on its members (see, e.g. Bagozzi and Dholakia, 2002; Dholakia et al., 2004; Kim et al., 2008; Postmes et al., 2000) , apart from other determinants relating to participation in these relationship networks (Bishop, 2007; Lin, 2007; Schoberth et al., 2006) .
The classification and analysis of virtual communities constitutes another topic of study open to investigation. The diverse classification criteria that have been proposed include: the activities taking place at the heart of the community and the objectives to which they respond (Hagel and Armstrong, 1997) , community size and the off-line relationships between members (Dholakia et al. 2004) , the establishment and orientation of the relationships (Porter, 2004) , etc. A distinction which is utilized in a number of investigations (Blanchard and Horan, 1998; Koh and Kim, 2003 ; among others) centres on the difference between communities of interest and communities of practice (Wenger, 1998) . Kozinets (1999) , in turn, proposes a classification on the basis of the dimensions group focus (information exchange vs. social interaction) and social structure.
In any case, virtual consumption communities and, in particular, those created around a commercial brand (Muñiz and O'Guinn, 2001) , coherently in line with their implications for commerce (see, as e.g.: Flavián and Guinalíu, 2005; , attract growing attention. Brand communities are promoted and cultivated by businesses within the framework of CRM programs (Winer, 2001) , with the aim of offering social consumer experiences centred on the benefits of the brand . With all this, there is a lack of empirical studies on the behaviour of consumers who are integrated within online brand communitites, given that the greater part of the studies carried out are of a conceptual nature (e.g. Macaulay et al., 2007) or do not offer results that can be generalized (Andersen, 2005; Sicilia and Palazon, 2008; Szmigin and Reppel, 2004 ; among others). Muñiz and O'Guinn (2001) turn to three constructs to define brand communities: consciousness of kind, presence of shared rituals and traditions, and a sense of moral obligation towards the group. Also, they have identified varied characteristics and behaviours of the online brand communities: -They are defined by their opposition to other brands and communities (Muñiz and Hamer, 2001; Muñiz and O'Guinn, 2001; Thompson and Sinha, 2008 ). -They act as a source of information, learning and assistance in the use of the product (Muñiz and O'Guinn, 2001 ). -They offer social recognition to the consumer ). -They question the legitimacy of those consumers (as members of the community) whom they consider to be opportunistic or who acquire the product for the "wrong reasons" (Muñiz and O'Guinn, 2001, p. 419 ). -At times, they attempt to maintain a community which is reduced in size and even marginal (O'Guinn and Muñiz, 2005 ). -Their existence can be prolonged even when it has been abandoned by the brand and the company (Muñiz and Schau, 2005; O'Guinn and Muñiz, 2005 ). -They usually attribute skills to themselves which traditionally have been reserved for the specialist or marketing director (O'Guinn and Muñiz, 2005) .
Among the outcomes of participation in virtual brand communities, they draw attention, in particular, to two of them: these communities facilitate the establishment of relationships founded upon trust (Casaló et al., 2007) ; and they favour consumer loyalty to the brand (Andersen, 2005; Jang et al., 2008; Shang et al., 2006) in detriment to the competitors (Thompson and Sinha, 2008) .
Along similar lines, they have also studied the anti-brand virtual communities, which attract those consumers who are adverse to the meanings and values habitually associated with a particular brand (Hollenbeck and Zinkhan, 2006) . Here, the brand name constitutes a negative symbol, which at times is related to the resistance of its members to large multinational firms. Under the auspices of the community, these consumers tend to act as activists and give voice to positions in opposition to the multinationals.
Consumer behaviour in specific contexts
Finally, we wish to make note of a line of investigation dedicated to the analysis, from a marketing point of view, of the effects on consumer behaviour associated with the use of concrete applications of the Social Web or of the presence of said applications in specific environments, such as avatars (McGoldrick et al., 2008; Vasalou and Joinson, 2009) , blogs (Guadagno et al., 2008; Hsu and Lin, 2008; Lee et al., 2008; Rosanna et al., 2008; Yang, 2007) , online games (Ho and Huang, 2009; Hsu and Lu, 2007; Koo, 2009; Molesworth, 2006; Weibel et al., 2008) , virtual worlds (Bonsu and Darmody, 2008; ) , and spaces and profiles (Pfeil et al., 2009; Ross et al., 2009; Thelwall, 2008; Thomas et al., 2007; Zhao et al., 2008) .
Closing comments
In this paper, we have presented and synthetically reviewed a diversity of research lines related to the Web-based consumer behaviour studies. In particular, special attention has been paid to the activities, experiences and behaviours of the consumers in the new context defined by the Web 2.0 and the applications of the Social Web.
We offer a wide view of research topics, analyzed from the marketing perspective and in line, particularly, with the consumer behaviour discipline, from the early nineties till now. This approach may be useful, not only to better structure or reinforce the knowledge academics have accumulated in the field, but also to serve as a guide and source of ideas for future researchers studying consumer behaviour within the Social Web environment.
The first contributions to the study of consumer behaviour on the Web were preferably focused on obtaining user profiles and on the segmentation of the user community. However, shortly thereafter, questions more closely related to consumer behaviour were examined: the characteristics of the buyers on the Web, the determinants of the intention/decision to buy on the Web, the purchasing process itself on the Web, satisfaction and loyalty on the Web, trust in purchase decisions, and the adoption of classic theories and models to explain web-based consumer behaviour.
Within this interface between the Web and the consumer behaviour discipline, a new generation of studies can be situated, a collection of studies specifically examining consumer behaviour within the new environment defined by the Social Web. By considering the forms of interaction and relationship to the brand and the company within this new environment, they have, in the first place, identified the diverse forms in which these tools empower the consumer and the various patterns of behaviour on the part of the consumers in relation to such empowerment. In addition, an incipient line of investigation has arisen which explores the participation of the consumer in collective initiatives of innovation and generation of content based on the Social Web. Furthermore, a third line of investigation exists, one which is oriented to the study of consumer behaviour in personalization processes and which has highlighted the need to adapt the degree of personalization to the individual preferences of each consumer. A fourth and quite prominent line focuses its studies on virtual communities. Beyond the different classifications which have been proposed -especially by the investigations undertaken before the emergence of the latest generation of collaborative applications-some studies have analysed the nature and role of motivations and other determinants of participation in communities, while other studies have specifically examined the social networks established around commercial brands.
Although only a few empirical studies on brand communities have been carried out so far, various characteristics and behaviours linked to these communities, as well as their positive effects on brand confidence and loyalty, have been identified. Finally, we call attention to a fifth group of studies, focused on the study of consumer behaviour in applications or concrete environments of the Social Web.
Managerial implications related to the Social Web and the consumers
The emergence of the Web in the commerce arena is opening up new challenges and opportunities for businesses and marketing specialists. Moreover, the results obtained by the investigation carried out in the field of consumer behaviour on the Social Web have led to a number of recommendations relating to business practices.
Adopting a co-operative approach that promotes the empowerment of the consumer. Marketing programs should provide tools which allow the consumer to play a more active role in their relationship with the brand and the company. For example, they should make it possible for the consumer to perform advanced searches that are more efficient and effective, allowing the consumer to participate in the processes of value co-creation, or facilitating the diffusion of opinions and recommendations between consumers. In this way, these programs will better adapt to the needs of the new and empowered consumers, and for this reason the adoption of this co-operative approach ends up being especially advisable within the Social Web environment.
Considering consumers as a co-equal partner in the different facets of innovation. Marketing specialists must become familiar with the phenomenon of the social Web and consider the different ways in which the consumer can participate in innovation and creation of value (e.g.: generating ideas, collaborating in product design and testing, and providing product support). Likewise, it is worth considering forms of innovation born out of the generation of new contents.
Adapting the degrees of empowerment and personalization to each customer. Not all online consumers wish to play an active role in their relationship with companies, nor are they all willing to participate in exciting and complex initiatives which offer them products, services or personalized contents. For that reason, marketing specialists consider it essential to know the degree of empowerment and personalization desired by consumers on the Web and to provide them with an appropriate value offer.
Favouring the creation of brand communities. The development of an online community of participative consumers committed to the brand constitutes a powerful marketing tool. Not only does it contribute to more solid relationships between consumers, it also strengthens the relationships tying them to the brand, which in turn raises brand confidence and loyalty. 
